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Abstract
In this paper, I highlight a number of different ways of defining and describing the field
conventionally known as urban design, which I problematize by broadening, deepening, and
calling urbanism and which I re-define as city-design-and-building processes and their spatial
products. These ways include morphological definitions, as a default focus, as the keeper of the
public realm, through lists of categories, as a map of bodies of knowledge, as a field of research,
as different modes of practice, via models for understanding and making cities, and practical
“how-to” approaches such as best practices. I describe and critique each of these nine ways
briefly by drawing from a wide range of relatively recent literature on urbanism, and conclude
with thoughts on the status of the field of urbanism. I argue that the full potential of the practice
of urbanism in fact lies in theory, because the most powerful means we have for the design of
cities is our imagination. The potency of theory is further based on the premise is that ideas are
powerful agents of change. Furthermore, at its best urbanism can embody a unification of deep
theory and design practice in a way that is critical, creative, and ultimately, transformative.
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Design of cities, urban design, urbanism, design theory.
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From Urban Design to Urbanism

In this paper, I highlight a number of different ways of defining and describing the field
conventionally known as urban design, which I problematize by broadening, deepening, and
calling urbanism, which I redefine as city-design-and-building processes and their spatial
products. These ways include morphological definitions, as a default focus, as the keeper of the
public realm, through lists of categories, as a map of bodies of knowledge, as a field of research,
as different modes of practice, via models for understanding and making cities, and practical
“how-to” approaches such as best practices. I describe and critique each of these nine ways
briefly by drawing from a wide range of relatively recent literature on urbanism, and conclude
with thoughts on the status of the field of urbanism.

What is urban design? The question has been asked multiple times and many continue to wrestle
with it. However, I believe that it is not a very useful question to ask. First of all, such a
question focuses immediately on a narrowly defined answer that rests on the status quo. The
framing of the question as “What is . . . ?” suggests a complacency with the existing way of
thinking and in the case of urban design, satisfaction with precise professional definitions that
can be nonetheless exceedingly limited in their scope. Second, the term urban design carries
with it baggage such as the claim, widely accepted by many, that the Dean of Harvard
University’s Graduate School of Design in 1953, Josep Lluís Sert, named and developed the
discipline of urban design through a series of conferences.1 There are two problems with this
claim.2 One is that what Sert actually named was a particular form of architectural project
design and capitalist development in the aftermath of World War II. The second and much more
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significant problem is that urban design has a millennia-old tradition pre-dating the cities of
Europe and the United States, and no claim of authorship can be made on it. Another piece of
baggage that the term urban design carries with it is that it has long been dominated by
architectural thinking that is ultimately about three-dimensional form. No matter the urban
challenge, such as homelessness, disaster recovery, or a lack of clean water, the solution is
almost always a set of three-dimensional objects (e.g. homeless shelters, modular pre-fabricated
housing, water treatment plant). While the material city is indeed a critical facet of our world,
the primacy of the three-dimensional object tends to overlook other strategies, such as public
policy, resource management, community mobilization, or more democratic power structures,
that might actually lead to the deeper structural changes needed to truly improve cities.

Nine Ways of Framing the Field
A morphological definition of urbanism relies of describing the structure of the field, usually in
terms of other fields. Such morphology includes as a combination of architecture, landscape
architecture, city planning, or as a bridge to fill the gap, or even a subfield: “Urban design falls
between the professions of planning and architecture. It deals with large scale organization and
design of the city, with the massing and organization of buildings and the spaces between them,
but not with the design of the individual buildings.”3 Similarly, other definitions include not
only planning and architecture, but public policy as well, “urban design is the discipline between
planning and architecture. It gives three-dimensional physical form to policies described in a
comprehensive plan. It focuses on the design of the public realm, which is created by both
public spaces and the buildings that define them.”4 The challenge with such approaches is twofold: to describe a field in terms of other fields leaves out a deeper examination and
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understanding of the inherent nature of that field, and it justifies its existence as some sort of
bridge rather than what its own purpose is. Thus, a teleological question such as “What purpose
does urbanism serve?” is a question that is far more rife with potential than the morphological
perspective of “What combinations of fields does urbanism consist of?”

A second common way of thinking about urbanism and the material city is through a focus on
the formal qualities of the city by default rather than forethought. In other words, it has
supposedly “developed as a result of a need to address problems that other professionals and
laypeople were not addressing.”5 If the typical morphological approach is about overlaps or
combinations of fields, then the default approach is about filling the gaps between fields. Such a
view, however, posits a weak position for urbanism and hands off responsibility for envisioning
the city to a multitude of other fields and stakeholders.

Following from the default focus approach on urban form is a related yet distinct third approach,
which posits a concern with the public realm that according to Denise Scott Brown is “the public
sector seen in physical terms. We may view the public realm simple-mindedly as everything on
the transportation map [of streets and public transits] and everything that is blue [institutional
uses] and green [i.e. open spaces] on the city land use map.”6 In this perspective, there is a
nuanced understanding of the public realm in which all building have their public aspects, such
as the lobby of a museum, and there is differentiation between the civic design of institutional
and ceremonial aspects and public places such as shopping malls and beaches, even within the
public realm. While such designers’ perspectives are well meaning, they remain naïve and
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superficial for they overlook or misunderstand the crucial legal and financial aspects of the
public realm.

The public realm, especially open space, is in fact very much about control, usually through legal
means and police or security enforcement. There is the well-studied phenomenon of privately
owned public space in the United States such as the plazas of Manhattan, but there are also
multitudinous examples from around the world, including the inspiring activities of Tahrir
Square during the so-called Arab Spring movement in 2011.7 As these examples illustrate, this
perspective suggests that a
central concern of [urbanists] is with the concept of the public realm and how this is
constituted in practice. It is the space where use-values predominate and people lead
their daily lives. Capital views the so-called public realm as a barrier to capital
accumulation, a space for social purposes that might better be used for development . . .
So at a fundamental level the public realm can be viewed as a space of conflict, one
where civil society struggles to retain a significant urban presence and in the process
erects barriers to further accumulation from land development.8
More than a focus on public space, there is greater potential for urbanism to be obsessed with the
public realm, which would transcend the materiality of place towards the power structures and
decision-making processes that actually shape cities.

Given the rapidly changing and increasingly complex nature of cities, scholars and practitioners
have proposed yet another approach to describing urbanism: producing lists of categories of
types of urbanism and realms of urbanist actions. In 2011, Jonathan Barnett, director of the
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urban design program at the University of Pennsylvania and a distinguished urban practitioner,
published an article in Planning magazine called A Short Guide to Sixty of the Newest
Urbanisms. Barnett was the director of the pioneering Urban Design Group in New York City,
published a number of books on topics such as the fractured metropolis, planning for a new
century, and rebuilding urban places after disasters, and worked on projects in the United States,
Cambodia, and China. Thus, Barnett is not only a highly influential figure in the field of
urbanism, but also an excellent barometer of its trends and fluctuations.

Barnett’s article describes the sixty different types of urbanisms that are prevalent. He briefly
describes a long list of supposedly different types of urbanisms, such as ecological urbanism,
landscape urbanism, New Urbanism, tactical urbanism, infrastructural urbanism, informal
urbanism, and sub-urbanism. Sensing this somehow as an appropriate way of understanding the
field, others continue to add to this list of sixty, with descriptions of slow urbanism and integral
urbanism. As an illustrative example, Barnett writes in his article:
Emergent Urbanism is an expectation that the form of cites should be generated
by a system of rules followed by independent actors, each performing tasks for its
own purposes, much as a beehive or ant colony emerges from the actions of its
participants. Sim City, the computer game devised by Will Wright, is a simplified
example of an emerging city. It has a rule system familiar to planners, as it is
comparable to zoning, subdivision, and capital budgeting.9
However, all cities have some type of systems of formal (e.g. written regulations) and informal
rules (e.g. social norms), even ancient ones such as Islamic cities.10 In fact, all cities need larger
mechanisms to coordinate standards and to ensure a certain degree of quality in the design of the

!

6!

material city. Thus, emergent urbanism has considerable overlap with New Urbanism and all
other urbanisms that seek a citywide systemic impact.

Alex Krieger, the former head of the urban design program at Harvard University and a founding
principal of Chan Krieger Sieniewicz (an award-winning architecture and urbanism firm),
defines urbanism with language similar to Barnett. Krieger published several books, such as
Towns and Town Planning Principles and A Design Primer for Towns and Cities, and held a
number of influential positions, including director of the Mayor’s Institute in City Design and
member of the Boston Civic Design Commission. Thus, he too is an influential figure in the
pedagogy and practice of urbanism. Krieger lists ten different spheres of urbanist action in a
recent book on urban design: the bridge connecting planning and architecture, a form-based
category of public policy, the architecture of the city, urban design as restorative urbanism, urban
design as an art of place-making, urban design as smart growth, the infrastructure of the city,
urban design as landscape urbanism, urban design as visionary urbanism, and urban design as
community advocacy.11 Like Barnett, Krieger presents his list in an uncritical manner and
readily admits that other activities could be added to this list. The problem with the list approach
to urbanism is that it is based on the premise that for virtually every situation (e.g. informal
settlements) and every challenge (e.g. aging infrastructure), there is a new and different
urbanism. Moreover, this approach to urbanism highlights the continuing movement towards
fragmentation in the field, which encourages increasing specialization rather than the
engagement with the dynamic on-the-ground urban processes that do not fit neatly into any one
category.
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In a similar vein to lists of categories of types of urbanism are efforts to comprehensively map
bodies of knowledge to address a critical question: What do urbanists need to know? The
scholar Anne Moudon published the pioneering approach towards capturing the breathtaking
scope of urbanism by introducing an organizing framework for research and practice. 12 She
describes the framework as “catholic” in the sense of drawing from a variety of disciplines:
history, sociology, psychology, anthropology, geography, architecture, landscape architecture,
and urban planning, and from a wide range of methodological approaches (e.g. historical
analysis, direct observation of human behavior through photography, quantitative data analysis).
She describes two basic types of knowledge in urbanism: substantive or descriptive knowledge
(e.g. understanding what or why a city or part of a city is), versus normative or prescriptive
knowledge (e.g. emphasizing what should be). Nine areas serve to scan what is known about
how cities are made, used, and understood, and to focus on ways of developing this knowledge:
urban history studies, picturesque studies, image studies, environment-behavior studies, place
studies, material culture studies, typology-morphology studies, space-morphology studies, and
nature-ecology studies. The challenge for the practitioner is to integrate these almost
overwhelming areas of knowledge in purposeful and meaningful ways.

Within the spirit of Moudon’s mapping approach there has been a spate of readers that compile
what many consider classic writings in urbanism along with newer thinking. These readers are
welcome for they reflect a recent surge of interest in the filed and a broadening of its
understanding. As an example, Writing Urbanism: A Design Reader, is divided into three parts:
urban process, urban form, and urban society. Each of these is further sub-divided; for example,
urban process consists of observations, preservation, re-use and sustainability, and community,
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urban form consists of everyday urbanism, new urbanism, and post-urbanism, while urban
society is sub-divided into the public realm, globalism and local identity, and technology.13 The
central of question of such readers is what is their purpose and contribution. The editors of
Writing Urbanism admit the limited scope and contribution of their reader by stating that many
of the chapters are drawn from the Journal of Architectural Education and the conference
proceedings of the Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture, thus reverting to the fairly
narrow and outdated architectural perspective on cities.

A more recent reader, Companion to Urban Design, demonstrates greater promise with regard to
the future of urbanism.14 There are fifty new and especially commissioned chapters for the book,
thus reflecting a greater possibility of fresh rethinking of the field. The chapters attempt to
address critical questions such as: What are the lingering debates, conflicts and contradictions in
the theory and practice of urbanism? How could urbanism respond to the contemporary
challenges of climate change, sustainability, active living initiatives, globalization, and the like?
The thoughtful and provocative nature of the chapters was confirmed at a public symposium at
Parsons The New School for Design in New York City in 2011 that led to considerable
discussion. In particular, a panel on the future city that was derived from the reader focused on
citizen participation, smart growth, and ethnoscapes and provoked a lively and useful debate.15
Still, what Companion to Urban Design shares with its brethren is an overwhelming focus on
“what is” rather than “what can be” or “what should be”—which would be a more fruitful
approach towards urban transformation.
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Compared to more established fields in the social sciences such as economics or politics, or even
professions such as architecture and city planning, urbanism is a relatively young field from the
perspective of formalized design, practice, and research. Since urbanism as a field of research is
relatively unformed, this is an opportunity for practitioner-scholars to continue interrogating and
revisiting it. The leading scholarly English-language journal of urbanism is the Journal of
Urban Design, which consistently publishes peer-reviewed research. In the inaugural issue
published almost 20 years ago, the editors celebrate urbanism as a “re-emergent discipline,”
while nonetheless falling back on the familiar morphological definition as “the interface of . . .
architecture, town planning, landscape architecture, surveying, property development,
environmental management and protection . . . ”16 Still, the journal has published a number of
articles that continue to gradually nudge urbanism in new and different directions. A recent
article argues that thinking for urbanism must embrace the wicked nature of design problems and
the interpretive and political nature of how we come to judge built form solutions, and that
research for urbanism might therefore embrace methods and practices employed in the arts and
humanities just as legitimately as those adopted in the social sciences.17 My article in the journal
interrogates the conventional dichotomy between theory and practice via an urbanism studio that
I designed and conducted at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. The studio created a
highly reflective and adaptable framework for a theory/practice dialectic in urbanism in which
the focus is on testing existing theories and creating new ones out of reflective practice.18

Also in the Journal of Urban Design, urbanist and scholar Ann Forsyth asks a critical question
regarding the relationship between research and urbanism: In a world of design solutions, how
important is research to innovation? 19 Her answer is that with their direct connections to
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tangible issues and their location within multiple conventionally defined professions, urbanists
could be exemplars of interdisciplinary work, serving as the human face of the research turn
while expanding and deepening their own body of knowledge. She then identifies six domains
of innovation in urbanism:
•

style (built work or sustained illustrations that change the formal character of urbanism),

•

project types (creates new urban types),

•

process and engagement (develops new processes or modes of public engagement),

•

formal/functional analysis and representation (involves new techniques for understanding
and representing space),

•

ethical, social and cultural analysis (highlights issues of the good), and

•

innovations in collaboration with other fields (interdisciplinary research and prototype
projects).

Even within these domains, the vast majority of research tends to accept the conventional
definitions of the field, thus limiting the impact the practice of urbanism can actually have upon
the city. The challenge remains to conduct research that asks deeper questions and swims in
more troubled waters, for example by addressing multiple facets of truly meaningful questions
such as, “Why do we even need urbanism as a field of practice?”

Urbanism is also defined as a group of varying modes of professional practice. In recent years,
Douglas Kelbaugh makes the most distinct claims about this approach, emphasizing three
contemporary and self-conscious paradigms of practice: New Urbanism, Everyday Urbanism,
and, to a lesser extent, Post-Urbanism.20 New Urbanism is the best known and most organized
of these paradigms via the Congress for the New Urbanism, which promotes a model inspired by
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the past that is compact, mixed-use, diverse, transit-friendly, and walkable with a hierarchy of
buildings and places to promote face-to-face social interaction. Everyday Urbanism has a body
of literature and a clearly stated goal: to celebrate and build on ordinary life with elements that
remain elusive: ephemerality, cacophony, multiplicity and simultaneity. In its embrace of
dynamic global information and capital flows, Post-Urbanism is critical of most traditional
norms and conventions using bold form—whether broken and fractal or continuous and
flowing—and is relativistic, predictably unpredictable, and without formal orthodoxies or
principles. According to Kelbaugh, these three approaches or attitudes represent the cutting edge
of theoretical and professional activity in Western architecture and urbanism. He argues for an
integrated approach to urbanism, with New Urbanism representing the most responsible middle
path, with some reservations. New Urbanism does shows greater promise by engaging and
challenging the more fundamental generators of the material city such as land use regulations
(e.g. redesigning zoning) and the real estate development industry (e.g. financing mixed-use
developments).

A growing realm for understanding, and especially practicing, urbanism is in the use of models.
Most recently, physicists have attempted to utilize extreme large sets of data and statistics to
create models of correlations for cities, and claim that many urban variables could be described
by a few simple equations. For example, Geoffrey West and his colleagues at the Santa Fe
Institute say if they know the population of a metropolitan area in a given country, they can
estimate, with approximately 85 percent accuracy, its average income and the dimensions of its
sewer system.21 These are supposedly the laws that automatically emerge whenever people
agglomerate in cities, and the urban patterns remain the same without regard to history,
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geography, or power structures. While there are economies of scale and qualities of social
interaction that emerge in the higher densities of cities, it is not clear how such supposedly
universalistic models of cities account for the often messy and complicated decision-making that
shapes cities in democracies, which are also subject to the vagaries of economic conditions or
cultural nuances.

A more fine-grained approach to analysis and modeling consists of attempts to quantify the
material city. There has been substantial progress made in the ability to measure and analyze
spatial forms that help characterize urban form, ranging from patterns of land uses at the regional
scale to the walkability of areas at the neighborhood scale. In terms of quantitative analysis,
there are five major categories of perspectives on the formal qualities of the material city:22
•

landscape ecology, in which the principal concern is environmental protection and the nature
of data is land cover,

•

economic structure, with economic efficiency as the principal concern and employment and
population as the primary types of data,

•

transportation planning, in which accessibility is the principal concern and the nature of data
is employment, population, and transportation networks,

•

community design, with social welfare as the primary concern and local geographic
information system (GIS) data as the primary types of data, and

•

urban design, in which aesthetics and walkability are the principal concerns and the nature of
data are images, surveys, and audits.

A thorough review of this research suggests that substantial progress has been made in the ability
to measure and analyze spatial patterns, and that strategies and policies that engage the material
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city have to be crafted at multiple scales to address the often disparate issues that arise at each
scale.

Modeling can also be the basis for urban practice. In his book, Recombinant Urbanism,
Grahame Shane describes the influence of conceptual models in city-design-and-building
processes: “A city model enables a designer to construct an understanding of the city and its
component elements, facilitating design decisions. It orients urban actors in complex situations
and at multiple scales.”23 Shane then proposes his own model that consists of three basic urban
elements: armature, enclave, and heterotopia.24 An armature is a linear element that links the
sub-elements of the city to bring people together in an axial space to form relationships (e.g.
street, outdoor mall, perspectival axis). An enclave is a self-organizing, self-centering, and selfregulating system created by urban actors, often governed by a rigid hierarchy with set
boundaries (e.g. neighborhoods, districts, precincts). A heterotopia houses all exceptions to the
dominant city model by being a place that mixes the stasis of the enclave with the flow of an
armature and in which the balance between these two systems is always changing (e.g. the
former walled city of Kowloon in Hong Kong, Rockefeller Center in New York). These
elements come together via recombinant urbanism, which is “urban splicing, analogously to
genetic recombination [that] involves the sorting, layering, overlapping, and combining of
disparate elements to create new combinations.”25

In a subsequent book, Urban Design Since 1945, Shane returns to this conceptual model of
recombinant urbanism by placing it within the larger context of city-design-and-buildingprocesses. The three elements of the model—armature, enclave and heterotopia—combine and
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recombine in different ways to produce four different types of contemporary city: European
metropolis, Asian megacity, megalopolis, and metacity. The origins of the European metropolis
are the large European capital cities after World War II, such as Berlin, Brussels, London,
Madrid, Paris, Rome, and Vienna, which served as metropolitan capitals of 19th century global
empires. The Asian megacity is represented by contemporary cities of larger than 20 million in
population, most which are in Asia and represent 8% of the world’s urban population, including
Delhi, Jakarta, Kolkata, Manila, Mumbai, Shanghai, and Seoul.26 A third city-type, the
megalopolis, is a city based on a new distribution system and energy source, oil and petroleum,
that sprawls beyond the confines of the metropolis and has no single center.27 The term was first
coined by the French geographer Jean Gottmann in 1961 to describe the urban agglomeration
stretching from Boston to Washington DC. The metacity, whose terminology can be traced to
the Dutch architecture firm MVRDV, goes hand-in-hand with the concept of the megacity for it
refers to the city as bundles of statistical information that are deployed to better understand the
enormous size and complexity of contemporary cities. The key to understanding and deploying
such models is to critically assess the underlying implicit and explicit assumptions, many of
which are based on outdated or overly rigid thinking.

There is also the more hands-on “how to” approach, as reflected in a spate of recent books that
focus on best practices and case studies, and the lessons that can be derived from them. The
books, such as Urban Design for an Urban Century: Placemaking for People, and The
American City: What Works, What Doesn’t, feature numerous projects and case studies of
urbanism.28 The case studies ranges from projects in downtowns, residential neighborhoods,
waterfronts, and parks, to monumental public structures (e.g., libraries, museums, and
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convention centers), and large-scale redevelopment projects. However, the case studies tend to
be largely descriptive, with little critical analysis, let alone the deeper theoretical insights that
could lead to significant shifts in the field.

Manuals such as Getting to Smart Growth II: 100 More Policies for Implementation are
particularly promising, for three reasons. First, its recommendations includes strategies
regarding the form of the material city that are by now quite familiar, such mix land uses and
create walkable communities, but also broader policy pursuits, including making development
decisions predictable, fair, and cost effective, and encouraging community and stakeholder
collaboration in development decisions. Second, it describes precisely how such strategies might
be rendered concrete and feasible; for example, one can create walkable communities in ten
different ways, including using trees and other green infrastructure to provide shelter, beauty,
urban heat reduction, and separation from automobile traffic, and/or situate parking to enhance
the pedestrian environment and facilitate access between destinations. Third, the manual helps
make a certain degree of urban transformation possible by make these ideas and strategies much
more accessible—by making the publication free and easy to obtain via the internet and making
the writing easy to understand. Urban theorists and scholars often overlook such simple
techniques.

By far, the most formidable of these “how-to” books is A Pattern Language: Towns • Buildings

• Construction, by Christopher Alexander, an architect and scholar with a background in
chemistry, physics, mathematics, transportation theory, computer science, and cognitive
studies.29 The book is part of a trio, with The Timeless Way of Building providing the theoretical
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background and The Oregon Experiment showing how the ideas may be implemented. The
Pattern Language is a masterful exposition of problems that occur repeatedly in our environment
(e. poorly designed public space) and the core solutions that may be repeated and adapted to
different circumstances (e.g. courtyard as an outdoor room). What makes these patterns
particularly compelling is that the design strategies are evidence-based rather than idiosyncratic,
drawing from decades of scholarly research and visceral experience. Moreover, the patterns are
presented in a highly accessible manner for a broad audience, with simple and easy to understand
text, diagrams, and photographs. For this and other reasons, the book has been unfairly ignored
and even ostracized by scholars and practitioners in architecture, but has been highly influential
in other fields such as computer science for its notion of archetypal patterns.

A variation of the “how to” approach to urbanism is the best practices approach, most vividly
illustrated by awards and published compilations. The most global in scope of the best practice
awards is the Dubai International Award for Best Practices established in 1995 and administered
by UN HABITAT – the United Nations Human Settlements Programme.30 Every two years, 12
submissions are awarded as winners and over 100 are recognized as best practices for their
innovative ways of dealing with the common social, economic, and environmental problems.
Since its establishment, over 4,000 practices from 140 countries have been received, compiled
and disseminated through a best practices database. In the United States, an awards program that
has the reputation of highlight humanist examples of urbanism through a rigorous selection
process is the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence, created in 1986. Like the Dubai Award,
the Bruner Award considers urban form as only one aspect of an excellent urban place, which
rather “involves the interplay of process, place and values . . . [and] seeks to illuminate the
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complex process of urban placemaking, so that it may be strengthened to better reflect the
balance between form and use; opportunity and cost; preservation and change.” 31 The Bruner
Award carefully documents the award recipients and makes the publications available free on its
website. Even with the impressive scope of these awards and provision of easy access to
databases of award winner, there is no documented study of how these award programs might
lead to large-scale, systemic transformation of cities.

There are also an increasing number of scholarly studies that attempt to identify analyze socalled best practices and to distill lessons from them for wider adaptation and use. An example
of a process- and policy-oriented analysis of best practices is the work of scholar John Punter on
deriving principles from studies of urban planning and regulatory systems in Australia, Canada,
France, Germany, the Netherlands, Singapore, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom, and United
States. 32 Recalling the recommendations of the American publication described in an earlier
section, Getting to Smart Growth II, Punter derives four groups of principles of more effective
design review of urbanism projects:
•

how the community might develop a vision and the local authority a corporate program, to
develop a strategic role for urbanists and provide the context for the exercise of design
review;

•

how planning, zoning, housing and fiscal instruments might be harnessed to help develop a
comprehensive and coherent approach to design review and deliver better designed projects;

•

what types of substantive urbanism principles might underpin design policy, guidance and
intervention; and
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•

what types of review processes might be adopted to ensure fairness, efficiency and
effectiveness within the decision-making process.

These sets of principles provide a basis for evaluating, reforming or developing review
processes. However, they can also play a wider role in developing urban design as public policy,
stressing both its strategic and localized role, bringing all stakeholders into a closer relationship,
and utilizing the full range of design and planning instruments to achieve more democratic and
effective development management processes.

Future Directions: Theorizing Urbanism
Several of the approaches towards urbanism described in this paper (e.g. lists of types of
urbanism, bodies of relevant knowledge, books that compile canonical writings, “how-to”
manuals, best practices awards and publications) are reminiscent of mapping exercises in which
a field is visually diagrammed to capture its scope. What these exercises share is a descriptive
— and it should be added, always tentative — capture of exemplary bodies of knowledge and
exemplary forms of practice. Such exercises also raise deeper questions: What are the
assumptions that underlie the selection of these exemplary forms of thinking and acting? What
are the overall patterns that emerge of these examples, and why? Moreover, in light of the
complexity of contemporary social and physical urban structures, urbanism is becoming not only
more fragmented but also increasingly irrelevant, unless it learns to challenge basic assumptions,
engage in deeper modes of inquiry, and generate more systemic forms of strategic interventions.

In summary, while there is much to be admired in the literature on the urbanism and the design
of the material city, it still a poorly theorized and poorly understood area of inquiry and practice.
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Rather than ask, “What is urban design?” which focuses on a narrowly defined conventional
understanding of the status quo of the field, asking “What can urbanism be?” posits an
interrogative exploration of the potential of a more inclusive field of thinking and action. In
parallel, by shifting terminology from urban design to urbanism, I propose that we include in the
realm of practice more than those conventionally trained to be urban designers, architects,
landscape architects, and city planners—although they continue have much to contribute. An
urbanist is a person who engages with the shaping of cities on an everyday basis. In fact, some
of the most cutting edge ideas and most exciting practices come out of activist, advocacy, and
nonprofit organizations, including those working on issues of social and environmental justice,
housing for the poor, transportation such as walking, bicycles, and mass transit, equal access to
public space, legal rights for street vendors and public protestors, and democratic decisionmaking regarding allocation of resources and public as well as private investments in cities. The
point for the practice of urbanism is not simply to articulate another way of doing things—e.g.
another set of “best practices” or fashionable trends that build on aesthetically-based
epistemologies—but to develop a profoundly critical engagement with cities and to offer
intellectual and ethical guideposts for transformative action.

Urbanism is at its foundation an intellectual activity; that is, the practice of urbanism
demonstrates a capacity for understanding and knowledge as well as the ability to think
abstractly in order to continue exploring its full potential. Theories of urbanism offer a set of
general directions that can be translated into specific design strategies depending on the context,
while at the same time establishing criteria to evaluate existing places without demanding that all
cities reach these criteria in the same way. This argument is based on the premise that the most
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powerful means we have for the design of cities is our imagination. The potency of theory is
based on the premise is that ideas are powerful agents of change. How we think about cities
matters a great deal. Furthermore, at its best urbanism can embody a unification of deep theory
and design practice in a way that is critical, creative, and ultimately, transformative.

The effective question to ask about the design of cities is “What can urbanism be?” First of all,
such a question is future-oriented rather than obsessed with the often-rigid status quo of the
present and the past. Second, it suggests a performative approach that investigates issues of
purpose (e.g. Why should we even have a field that focuses on the practice of urbanism, and
what should it truly accomplish?). Third, it highlights the fact that all fields are constantly
invented and re-invented rather than reified. That is, it is up to us to ask powerful questions that
help reshape the future of the field in sophisticated and profound ways. Fourth and finally, the
various multifaceted answers to “What can urbanism be?” can be tested and further developed
through examples of experimental practice all over the world.33 I do so in my own practice:
http://trulab.org
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